borders of one political entity, and how they subsequently react in more or less successful ways to the forces of state directives and globalization. However, we argue that many highlanders actually see their situation quite differently. Most of these highlanders are members of transnational ethnicities for whom kinship links are more important than citizenship, and for whom their distinct identity core is as valid as the national standard identity, that is, modern Kinh (lowland Vietnamese). It is by combining locally embedded social, political, and economic forms with the imperatives of Vietnam's liberalization that the Hmong adapt their strategies and reinvent themselves on a daily basis. What is absorbed and what is discarded depends on the particular local blend of agents, cultures, history, and the opportunities that arise at any precise moment, not just on rational choice and economic benefit.
In other words, our contribution does not focus so much on the relationship between Vietnamese state/discourse/policies and the các dân tzc thiWu sF [the minority nationalities]. Rather, it follows the minorities' endogenous strategies, the Vietnamese state being only one actor in a complex picture of adaptation, defiance, and resistance. We ask: How are highland minorities' customary exchange networks developed, expanded, and made These questions permit us to analyze the complex array of social interactions, intertwined with local customs, cultures, and controls that influence and shape the economic exchanges occurring among highlanders involved in textile trade-especially Hmong women-and between them and other associated actors. 1 This extends our insights into the livelihoods of these women and their households via a historically grounded and actor-oriented vision. 2 
The Context
The Vietnam provinces with the largest populations of highland minorities are in the north of the country. In Lào Cai Province, where this study is situated (see Map 1) , there were 395,000 highlanders registered at the 1999
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National Census, out of a total provincial population of 594,000, thus forming exactly two-thirds of the population. 3 where highland produce cultivated, gathered, or in the case of textiles, manufactured, by highland minorities is sold to or exchanged with other highland minorities, lowlanders (Kinh or Han Chinese), and, more recently, tourists, both domestic and foreign. For many highland groups, and especially the Hmong, marketplaces are used as much for social purposes as for economic ones. 6 Clanic exogamy requires young Hmong boys and girls to find partners outside their own patrilinear descent group, while hamlets are often monoclanic. Accordingly, marketplaces represent important sites for youth to find partners. For adults, the marketplace is a locale for exchanging information, meeting relatives living a distance away, and pausing from the hardships of cultivating a difficult terrain. 7 The Hmong
The Hmong ethnic minority group, which we have also studied in Thailand and Laos, is the focus of this article. 8 About five centuries ago the Han Chinese started moving into the mountain ranges of China's southwest.
Over time this migration, combined with major social unrest in southern Suzanne Reimer as having three traditions, namely, the global commodity chain approach, the commodity circuit approach, and the systems of provision approach. 27 We will utilize the systems of provision approach, which examines "the consequence of distinct relationships between material and cultural practices spanning the production, distribution and consumption of goods." 28 This approach recognizes the importance of different cultural meanings attached to commodities and acknowledges that different industries have diverse dynamics, making possible a more critical take on producer-consumer relations. 29 This article will also stress the importance of understanding commodity chains as incorporating both vertical and horizontal dimensions. A vertical analysis follows the trade of a specific commodity, examining all the steps along the way and the negotiations required to move a good from producer to ultimate consumer. A horizontal analysis compares practices that occur regarding different commodities, or commodity chains of the same commodity. 30 Both vertical and horizontal dimensions are examined in this article
so that each specific node is identified and examined in view of how it influences the overall chain and final consumption. A picture can then be drawn of local, national, and global interconnections regarding these trading systems.
In sum, the framework for this study rests upon three bodies of literature.
Livelihood studies draw our attention to how the access people have to specific resources mediates their livelihood decisions and why they decide to take up certain livelihood opportunities. An actor-oriented approach to such studies stresses that individuals operate within a complex and dynamic sys- Hmong men partake in producing the hemp fabric. In addition to sowing, cultivating, and harvesting hemp crops, these women process the fibers and spin them into threads before they are woven into cloth on narrow looms. It is also typically women who assume the task of transforming the plain cloth into finished clothing, tending the indigo plants from which they generate the dye to color the hemp, dyeing and embroidering or batiking the fabric sections, and finally assembling the pieces together into useable wear.
Different embroidered designs adorn these textiles, and these days acrylic thread often replaces the dyed silk threads long purchased from Chinese Since then, however, tourist demand for Hmong textiles has outgrown the ability of the local women traders to dispose of old garments or even produce new textiles themselves. Imaginative Hmong men and women have therefore decided to search the villages distant from Sa Pa and purchase used textiles from Hmong villagers, therefore starting to act as wholesalers.
They begin our first commodity chain, shown in Figure 1 (points A and B).
Hmong women in Sa Pa (C) then purchase sections of old Hmong embroidery from these wholesalers and either sell them as they are or graft them onto cotton backgrounds, the cotton being purchased in the Sa Pa marketplace from Kinh traders. In 1995-1996 these pieces were commonly made into simple cushion covers by the Hmong, some completely handmade and others constructed using pedal-powered sewing machines. To suit the demands of Western backpacker consumers, smaller items such as bags, hats, and money belts also began to be fashioned. As ambulant traders on the streets of Sa Pa, the Hmong women would then parade their crafts to tourist clientele (D). Since 2002, however, a space has been reserved by the People's Committee for the highlander women traders in the upstairs section of the Sa Pa marketplace for such trading, a development to which we will return shortly. 34 Along with embroidery that they undertake themselves, Hmong women also often decorate their clothes and commodities with colorful embroidered ribbons. These adornments add to the commodity chain another distinct spatial dimension-this time a cross-border one. The trade and consumption of ribbons alone incorporates many more actors in what could be considered a connecting commodity chain (points i-iv in Figure 1 ). The ribbons begin their journey in China, purchased usually from Han Chinese manufacturers and traders located in Van Son (across the border from Pha Long) (i). Both Han Chinese and Hmong from China (ii) and Hmong and Kinh from Vietnam (iii) purchase these ribbons either from the manufacturers directly or from traders in China for cross-border trade, using different crossing points. 35 Back in Vietnam, the cross-border traders will often wholesale to other traders in highland marketplaces such as Sa Pa, Pha Long, and MM.ng KhMKng (iv) or sell direct to customers in these markets, namely, Kinh textile traders and Hmong women purchasing these goods for their own use or for the production of tourist items.
The period from about 1997 onward marked the introduction of new styles of pseudotraditional clothes by Kinh shopkeepers and tailors who had established businesses in town and started to produce and sell items such as waistcoats and shirts made from Hmong textiles (E). For these new items there thus emerged a trading link between Hmong women traders and wholesalers selling used articles of clothing and Kinh tailors. These tailors refurbished the clothes, which were then either sold directly to tourists from shops on the main streets in town (D) or "lent" back to Hmong, who itinerantly traded the goods on a commission-like basis, paying the Kinh tailors only as items were sold (link E to C). In 1999 there were three such shops where Hmong and Yao were able to sell textiles to Kinh traders in town.
Hmong and Yao women commented that they participated in this trade only reluctantly, citing unfavorable terms of trade with the local Kinh shopkeepers, who insisted that the quality of the second-hand textiles the highlanders were initially selling to them was "terrible and poor" and thus maintained extremely low prices. 36 What is also illustrated by this commodity chain is how the meanings that the Hmong attach to their worn-out clothes have been gradually transformed through time and space. Prior to the resurrection of international tourism in the 1990s, these textiles were considered valuable only when new, and they were donned most frequently by young adults in efforts to attract the attention of youngsters of the opposite sex. Hence, these clothes were not commodities "intended by their producers principally for exchange" 38 or originally designated for the sort of trade that developed. Instead, they were items inscribed with particular social and cultural meaning for those who wore them. Previously, these clothes had been indiscriminately discarded as rags once they were well worn. In contrast, a new economic value is now placed upon the older clothes of the Hmong via their role in the sale of a range of different products intended for tourists, generating a most unexpected source of income for these highlanders.
Commodity Chain Two: Numerous Actors and Differential Power
The second network example we present brings to the fore even more com- Minh City and Hbi An. These businesses purchase Ly's products strictly on a credit basis, so that Ly receives payment only when the items have actually been retailed. Some of Ly's other customers arrive from Thailand, the United States, and France, a number of them paying annual visits, to buy large quantities of her stock to sell in those countries. She explains that her embroidery work is done primarily by Hmong women from whom she might purchase up to 10,000,000VNA worth of embroidery on a market day. Ly lends the women all the necessary raw materials, namely, fabric and silk thread that she orders from Nam Ainh in the delta. The highlander women are paid 3,000VNA (20 cents) for each small embroidered patch, of which they can make two to three a day. Ly resells these for 3,500VNA (23 cents) each or incorporates them into larger items. Ly considers the Hmong to be very honest people and thus trusts that they will always deliver the goods to her on time. When the Hmong women request advance payments for their work so they may make market purchases, she is comfortable about complying, as they always repay her with the embroidered goods shortly there- Consequently, the underlying arrangements of practices sustaining the production and consumption of these goods are at the same time demarcating very specific power and wealth differences. 41 
the other actors
There are still two other important groups of actors involved in these chains not yet mentioned. Firstly, institutional actors, namely, the state and its representatives; secondly, the on-site consuming actors, namely, the tourists.
The State and Its Representatives
It is necessary to draw into this analysis the relationships between the Hmong and the Vietnamese state's representatives because "to the extent that livelihood strategies are derived from assets and access to them, they are inextricably linked to social power, which is reflected in and exercised through production and control of space." 42 The state, as a defining actor in such hierarchies, effectively shapes the actual operations of these chains. In In such circumstances, this commodity chain research has revealed a number of situations where power relations are often very subtle among the actors involved, working on localized yet highly complex spatial scales.
Firstly, while the women appreciate the shelter from the climate that this site provides them, they also bemoan the fact that if articles go missing, the market management does not feel compelled to reimburse them in any way, even though they pay a fee to locate on this site and the hall is supposedly locked at night. Secondly, due to this relocation, a close watch is now kept over the highlander women selling in this space by both the police and the market management.
The Consuming Tourists
On the whole, tourists in the highlands-the principle on-site consumers of the commodities produced by Hmong women-can currently be broadly divided into three socioeconomic categories. These include Western travelers or backpackers on limited budgets, group travelers from Vietnam with more middle-class means, and independent affluent travelers of both Vietnamese and overseas origins. 44 Of these three, it is the Western backpackers who maintain the most direct and deliberate forms of interpersonal exchange with the Hmong highlanders, whereas other individuals tend to do little more than gaze at them. 45 Foreign tourists of the "backpacker" type are the most important on-location customer base for the Hmong women selling textiles. They are also the group that the People's Committee has been happy to ignore as much as possible. The People's Committee does not promote specific services for such tourists, as they do not represent a structural part of the master plan for future tourist development in the district. 46 Yet they appear just as determined to visit the town anyway, judging by the regularity with which backpackers arrive year in year out, amounting on average to 21 percent of all visitors to the town. 47 Backpackers regularly visit to see the ethnic market, visit minority villages on treks, and have a break from the hot and crowded lowlands. 48 They are keen to head to a local village on a trek, but because of language limitations, actual contact with the highlanders is generally lim- In terms of numbers and proportion, while backpackers are outpaced by national tourists, international tourist arrivals continue to increase. It is the foreign tourists, and especially the female backpacker crowd, that the Hmong women prefer to undertake trade with. These Hmong ignore Kinh tourists, in part because of the derogatory language these Kinh often use to talk about them. 49 Buying textiles in local shops is another option for the backpackers, although it tends to be the older, more financially comfortable segment of this group that visits these shops, especially if they are accompanied by a Kinh guide, who will often suggest the tourists purchase goods from Kinh-operated shops. Alternatively, more negative interpretations see diversification as a response to crisis and a feature that, by reallocating critical resources away from agriculture, can further increase rural inequalities. 51 In their work on rural Laos, Bounthong Bouahom, Linkham Douangsavanh, and Jonathan Rigg provide a conceptual distinction between these seemingly opposing understandings by drawing attention to the differences between "distress diversification," or diversification for survival, and what they term "progressive diversification." 52 They argue that "diversification may be a reflection of proletarianization and the immiserating effects of modernization and market integration (although this is clearly a source of considerable debate), or a means by which rural households can lever themselves into higher-return activities and occupations leading to improving standards of living." 53 Developing these discussions here and taking into account the interpretations of the findings outlined above, we argue that there could actually be a third approach to the diversification of livelihoods, which we call "selective diversification," we argue that distress is not the overriding motivation for
Hmong women in Lào Cai Province to undertake this production and trade.
Rather, they explained to us that they engaged in these activities for a number of other reasons, including the enjoyment of socializing in the market, the extra cash for treats made available at times from their sales, and the perceived comfort of working in the marketplace, where they are sheltered from the sun, heat, and rain, as opposed to the exposed agricultural fields. During periods when more intensive labor is required for crop cultivation, these women would once again shift their focus to the home and hamlet. 54 In addition, to some extent it is conceivable to view the women's involvement in these commodity chains as instances of progressive diversification, particularly in the example of the first commodity chain discussed above. Yet, when we turn to the second commodity chain we find Hmong women involved as wage workers, as it were, in a production process that they did not begin or devise themselves. In this case it is the Kinh shopkeepers rather than the Hmong who have undertaken an innovative approach to product diversification; the Hmong only responding to a demand.
We argue instead that what we have observed here, especially in the case of the second commodity chain, is a group of Hmong women who are deciding to make the most of an opportunity that has come their way, yet who are also not pained to "let it slide" when other responsibilities take priority. That is, their involvement in this textile trade is selective, intentionally undertaken so as to fit with the pluriactivity that makes up their livelihoods.
This outlook toward participation in the trade was identified clearly by Ly, the female shopkeeper introduced earlier who hired Hmong women to embroider patches. She commented, "I don't know all the people who work for me. We call them in off the street sometimes. We just see them as they go by when they're embroidering or sitting on the stairs, and if they're interested they do some work for us." 55 Moreover, when momentary lapses in the textile trade occur or sales opportunities reach a standstill, these Hmong women readily adapt, as they do in cases where returning to the village is necessitated because of pregnancy, a child's illness, or changing family circumstances. In light of the considerable changes in economic conditions and the selective involvement of Hmong highlanders in a range of different trades over time, we believe it necessary to question the extent to which highlander women actually desire to become further incorporated in these and similar textile commodity chains. Are we led to believe that these women might be "missing out" by our latent assumptions regarding success, tinged with Western biases of progress, economic achievement, and capitalist drive? Or might it be that they are just not clever enough to jump on an opportunity as it presents itself? A more productive approach, perhaps, is to unravel the microscale processes forming the various nodes of these commodity chains in order to more fully understand the motivations underlying such diversification. Rather than narrowly presuming that the motives and aspirations of these Hmong highlander women are based upon notions of modernization conceived only as economic growth, we need to further reflect upon the impetuses compelling their involvement in the trade economy, particularly here in textile trade. We know from interviews that from 1998 to 2006 the trade undertaken by these women was not sufficiently viable to support an entire household, with incomes falling far below those generated through regular farming activities. It was, however, enough to supplement their farming incomes, enabling households to provide for extra labor in times of family shortages and, as previously discussed, was thought of by some women as a welcome respite from household and field activities. A number of different purchases were reported to be facilitated by textile sales, the principal one being a meal in the marketplace, followed by small provisions such as salt, monosodium glutamate, cooking oil, cucumbers, fruit, and sesame seed cakes. The women who remained overnight in the town also necessarily allotted some of these earnings toward accommodation. Those fortunate at times to make larger profits often dedicated these to purchasing medicine, or labor for their fields; if they were able to save over time, these earnings could contribute significantly toward investing in a motorbike.
Of the Hmong women textile traders with whom we spoke, manyparticularly those producing embroidered patches-were satisfied with their current level of involvement in this trade. Indeed, these women noted that they felt no desire to further engage in the more complex, even potentially global interactions this trade opened up. Several explained to us that intensifying their participation would bring about certain expectations to which they did not wish to conform, such as adjusting work to particular standards and experiencing increasing demands to produce goods within a delineated time frame. These were pressures that the women simply did not want, affirming instead that they preferred their current ways. 
Conclusions
The specific trade we have explored in this article, the commodification of To make their migration possible, an adapted economic practice was chosen to ensure political, economic, and identity survival, namely, mobile swiddening agriculture. 62 This escape strategy required a social fission and a return to seminomadism among groups that were previously settled and, it is believed, that had long been practicing wet-rice agriculture. If this is historically true, it would suggest that the social system of those migrant Hmong groups was actively adjusting to their new circumstances.
In contrast with isolated populations only recently reached by external influences to become subject to hastened cultural integration or assimila- 64 It is quite reasonable to think that minority societies that have been challenged in this manner and survived have developed a creative spirit of tenacious resistance to assimilation and subordination, a resistance not necessarily manifest as force, which has proven to be futile when faced with powerful opponents.
More than a few features resulting from a long history of adaptation may be pulled out to explain this robustness of the Hmong. These include being a stateless and thus fluid society, an ability to bend their economic system according to circumstances without altering their identity, social fission of local groups within a light and elastic lineage structure, an absence of territoriality, and a strict rule of clanic exogamy-all factors that have favored geographic dispersal without wearing down a strong cultural core. 
